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Abstract 
The current study explored parental processes associated with children's global self‐esteem development. Eighty 
5‐ to 13‐year‐olds and one of their parents provided qualitative and quantitative data through questionnaires, 
open‐ended questions, and a laboratory‐based reminiscing task. Parents who included more explanations of 
emotions when writing about the lowest points in their lives were more likely to discuss explanations of emotions 
experienced in negative past events with their child, which was associated with child attachment security. 
Attachment was associated with concurrent self‐esteem, which predicted relative increases in self‐esteem 
16 months later, on average. Finally, parent support also predicted residual increases in self‐esteem. Findings 
extend prior research by including younger ages and uncovering a process by which two theoretically relevant 
parenting behaviors impact self‐esteem development.  
Self‐esteem is an important component of psychological functioning. Although it is widely 
studied, researchers know little about how it emerges. This is surprising given that self‐esteem 
is associated with consequential outcomes across the life span (e.g., Trzesniewski et al., 
2006). The current study reviews theoretical and empirical evidence for two established 
theories on self‐esteem development in early childhood. Based on this evidence, a process 
model is proposed and tested to explain how parent–child interactions, specifically reminiscing 
about past events, impact self‐esteem development.  
Despite the lack of empirical research on the early origins of self‐esteem, many theories 
converge on the same prediction: self‐esteem is influenced by social interactions, particularly 
with parents during childhood. Although multiple theoretical perspectives emphasize the role of 
others, these approaches differ regarding hypothesized mechanisms by which others 
engender high self‐esteem, especially with respect to social cognitive processes. One 
perspective is that for children to understand and explain their self‐esteem, they must acquire 
several advanced cognitive capabilities. For instance, some theorists suggest close others 
impact self‐esteem by providing a lens through which to view the self (e.g., Cooley, 1902; 
Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Mead, 1934). In this case, a key mechanism is the 
perception of others' views of self (i.e., reflected appraisals), which requires theory of mind 
(understanding others have thoughts different from the self; Wellman & Lagattuta, 2000) and 
self‐understanding (Damon & Hart, 1982). In addition, it has been argued that children need to 
integrate life experiences and form a coherent view of the self before they can make a global 
self‐evaluation (e.g., Harter, 2006). Thus, these approaches emphasize the necessity of social 
cognitive abilities for allowing specific interactions with others to be processed and stored (e.g., 
causal attributions, emotional responses). One important type of social interaction is emotional 
discussions of past events with parents. Conversations about significant events after emotions 
have subsided help children learn how to draw meaning from sensitive, self‐relevant 
experiences and attribute the sources and implications of their emotions (see Salmon & 
Reese, 2016). In this way, parents help co‐construct (i.e., structure or scaffold) children's 
understanding of and eventual evaluation of the self (Fivush, 2011; Harter, 2006).  
Other approaches suggest that self‐esteem stems primarily from the affective quality of 
significant relationships (e.g., Sroufe, 2002). For example, attachment theory posits that warm 
and consistent caregiving facilitates a secure internal working model of self and other in the 
first year (Bowlby, 1973), which has a lasting impact on individuals well beyond infancy. The 
key pathway to high self‐esteem, prior to advanced cognitive abilities, is through warm and 
supportive caregiving, which imparts a sense of security and acceptance to the child and 
teaches that he or she is loveable and worthy. Thus, this approach emphasizes that warm and 
supportive parenting leads to the development of high self‐esteem, regardless of the quality of 
the parent and child conversations about emotion‐laden, personal events.  
Overall, there is agreement across theories that interactions with others should establish early 
self‐esteem. However, they differ with regard to whether significant others facilitate the 
development of social cognitive processes important for self‐esteem or whether relationships 
should impact high self‐esteem (see also Coopersmith, 1967; Rosenberg, 1965; Shavelson, 
Hubner, & Stanton, 1976). The goal of the present study is to extend prior research on the 
emergence and development of self‐esteem by examining parent–child interactions and child 
self‐esteem at a younger age than is usually studied and by testing an alternative, indirect, 
process model in addition to the link from parent–child interactions. The latter is the more 
common hypothesis that has received empirical attention; however, support for the link from 
warm and supportive parenting to high self‐esteem is surprisingly sparse and difficult to detect 
using longitudinal designs. Nonetheless, this pathway may be easier to detect in the current 
study than in previous studies because we are studying parent–child dyads at earlier ages 
when self‐esteem and the parent–child relationship dynamic are still being established.  
Existing Literature on Parental Influence on Self‐Esteem in Childhood and 
Adolescence 
Existing research supports a concurrent link between parent–child relationships and child self‐
esteem, but few studies confirm this link over time (Harris et al., 2015). There is a robust cross‐
sectional link between children and adolescent's self‐reported self‐esteem and perceived 
parental support, warmth, acceptance, negativity, and perceived attachment security to 
parents (Atzaba‐Poria & Pike, 2015; Hashimoto, Onuoha, Isaka, & Higuchi, 2011; Lindsey, 
Colwell, Frabutt, Chambers, & MacKinnon‐Lewis, 2008; Parker & Benson, 2004). To our 
knowledge, there is only one published study reporting the prospective relation between 
perceived parental warmth and global self‐esteem during childhood. In a cross‐lagged panel 
design, children from ages 7 to 11 years old who reported higher perceived parental warmth 
were slightly more likely to have high self‐esteem 6 months later (Brummelman et al., 2015). 
Longitudinal research has been conducted with adolescents, but evidence is inconsistent: 
there are some positive links (Flynn, Cicchetti, & Rogosch, 2014; Lam, McHale, & Crouter, 
2012), some negative links (e.g., Yang & Schaninger, 2010), and some small or nonsignificant 
links between parent–child relationships and adolescent self‐esteem development (Greene & 
Way, 2005; Heaven & Ciarrochi, 2008; Lam et al., 2012; Roberts & Bengtson, 1996). All told, 
longitudinal findings between parent–child and parent–adolescent relationships and self‐
esteem are inconclusive.  
One potential explanation for the inconsistent longitudinal findings is that any link from parent–
child relationships to self‐esteem is strongest and most detectable earlier in childhood, an age 
that has been rarely studied. A vast majority of the studies are conducted with adolescents, 
when both parental acceptance (Barber, Maughan, & Olsen, 2005) and adolescent self‐esteem 
(cf., Trzesniewski, Donnellan, & Robins, 2003) are fairly stable. Parents higher in warmth and 
support in childhood might remain higher compared to their peers when children reach 
adolescence (i.e., rank order stability), despite changes occurring during adolescence, leading 
to concurrent relations but not longitudinal ones (see Barber, Stolz, Olsen, Collins, & Olsen, 
2005). To test this possibility, we will examine the relation between traditional parenting 
behaviors of warmth and support with self‐esteem development across early and middle 
childhood, earlier than has typically been examined. We conceptualize affective quality of 
relationships as warm and supportive parenting, which aligns with what attachment theory has 
identified as critical aspects of helping children develop healthy self‐views (Bowlby, 1973).  
A second potential explanation for the inconsistent longitudinal findings in adolescence is that 
traditional measures of parent warmth and support may not capture the most relevant aspects 
of these relationships for self‐esteem development. Thus, alternative assessments of parent–
child relationships are needed, with the goal of understanding processes and contexts through 
which self‐esteem is formed. We argue that a critical piece of this context, and a potential 
explanatory process, is the way in which parents reminisce (tell stories about the past) with 
their child, which serves as a means of co‐constructing their child's sense of self (Fivush & 
Nelson, 2006). Through this co‐construction, parents teach children the cognitive skills 
necessary for developing healthy self‐esteem (e.g., coherent self‐concept, emotion 
understanding; Harter, 2006). That is, children's emotional competence involves decoding 
emotional experiences into the self‐image (Denham, 2007), and parents who explain negative 
emotions resulting from children's self‐relevant events help them interpret the event in ways 
that can bolster their self‐esteem and teach them how to maintain their self‐esteem using 
these techniques when faced with future negative events. Parents who ask how children were 
feeling when faced with a negative event create the opportunity to facilitate children's 
emotional competence and teach them to cope with negative emotions; for example, either by 
reframing their understanding of the event, focusing on positive aspects of the event, or using 
another coping mechanism. In this way, parents can scaffold negative thinking 
to be constructive and ultimately positive for children's developing self‐views. Without 
discussion of negative emotions, these emotions could get internalized by children, potentially 
leaving them unprepared for coping with future negative, self‐relevant events and thus unable 
to maintain a high level of self‐esteem.  
Conceptual Model for Parental Co‐Construction of Children's Developing Self‐
Esteem 
Consistent with much of the research reviewed above, the literature on parent–child 
reminiscing posits that parents play a critical role in a variety of important developmental 
processes and outcomes (see Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 2006). As soon as children are able to 
participate (often around 3 years of age), parents engage in past‐event conversations with 
them. Throughout these conversations, parents are expert scaffolders and reinforce details of 
the events they believe are important for children to understand and remember (Bird & Reese, 
2006; Fivush, Gray, & Fromhoff, 1987). In this way, children construct self‐schemas from the 
way parents talk about personal experiences. In other words, the way in which parents 
reminisce about past events with their child impacts the child's emerging view of the self.  
Why would joint reminiscing impact the level of the child's self‐concept and self‐esteem? There 
are individual differences in the ways parents reminisce with their children. For example, 
consider an event in which a child drops his ice cream cone and feels very sad. In discussing 
this event at a later time, one parent might describe the event but not the related emotions and 
quickly move on, whereas another parent might ask how the child was feeling and discuss the 
causes of those emotions and what he did to feel better. This example illustrates the 
differences in how parents explain causes and consequences of emotions, which can teach 
the child how to regulate their emotions, which contributes to self‐esteem maintenance (e.g., 
Goodall, 2015). Other individual differences include confirming and negating the child's 
memories, which teaches the child that others have different views from themselves, and 
elaborating with open‐ended, leading questions, which helps the child connect past, present, 
and future selves (i.e., creating a personal timeline and coherent self‐esteem; see Fivush, 
2011). In addition to the contributions of emotion talk about both positive and negative events 
to children's developing understanding of the self and their relation to others, discussion of 
negative events is especially important for children's self‐development given the greater 
opportunity to discuss a broad range of emotions, their causes, and consequences, and 
potential coping behaviors for resolving these emotions (see Fivush, Berlin, Sales, Mennuti‐
Washburn, & Cassidy, 2003). Thus, through high‐quality joint reminiscing children can learn 
the skills needed to develop and maintain high self‐esteem.  
There is preliminary support for the link between reminiscence style and self‐views. Most of 
these researchers assess self‐views using self‐concept measures (e.g., trait‐like descriptions 
of the self), with a couple researchers examining global self‐esteem (e.g., evaluations of the 
self) directly. We examine both types of self‐views in the current study. In particular, parents' 
use of emotion language, explanations for emotions, and confirmations of child statements are 
related to higher self‐esteem in early childhood (Reese, Bird, & Tripp, 2007). Next, greater use 
of emotion language and explanations was related to higher self‐esteem in late childhood for 
girls but less consistently so for boys (Bohanek, Marin, & Fivush, 2008). Finally, explanations 
of emotions have most consistently predicted positive self‐views (Goodvin & Romdall, 2013; 
Wang, Doan, & Song, 2010). In addition, researchers have examined the consistency of self‐
concepts (the extent to which children respond in a consistent manner within domains of self‐
concept) and found positive relations (Bird & Reese, 2006). In sum, although prior work linking 
parent–child reminiscing to self‐development is promising, there are relatively few studies 
focused on understanding how self‐esteem develops.  
Beyond examining the link between parent reminiscence style and child self‐views, 
understanding predictors of parent reminiscence style can identify another piece of the process 
within which children develop their self‐image. There are multiple levels to personality beyond 
traits (see McAdams & McLean, 2013); one level—narrative identity—is particularly relevant 
for predicting reminiscence style. Narrative identity is the evolving and integrative story for life 
(see McAdams & McLean, 2013) that provides a sense of personal continuity through time, 
and there are individual differences in narrative identities (e.g., McAdams & McLean, 2013; 
McAdams, Reynolds, Lewis, Patten, & Bowman, 2001). For example, narratives can vary on 
the extent to which emotions are expressed and on which the causes and consequences are 
elaborated. In addition, individual differences in coherence involve having a life story that make 
sense to others and prescribes meaning to the events while integrating them into larger life 
themes (e.g., Habermas & Bluck, 2000). One important task for the development of self‐
esteem is integration of life experiences into a coherent whole (e.g., Harter, 2006). Thus, 
parents' ability to find coherence in their own life likely impacts their ability to scaffold coherent 
recollections of past events with their child, which in turn should contribute to the child's high 
self‐esteem. In sum, we propose that parent narrative identity will be related to parent 
reminiscence style, which will in turn contribute to child self‐esteem development along with 
parent supportive behaviors.  
Finally, our theoretical model included controls for parent–child attachment and child 
temperament. However, some researchers have found that mother–child attachment is 
strengthened through reminiscing about a shared event (e.g., Bost et al., 2006; Fivush & 
Vasudeva, 2002). In addition, some researchers have conceptualized self‐concept in a similar 
way to temperament or personality. For example, Goodvin and Romdall (2013) scored the 
Child Self‐View Questionnaire (Eder, 1990), which is commonly used in reminiscing research 
focused on self‐concept, into three subscales (timidity, agreeableness, negative affect). These 
control variables will thus be tested in exploratory analyses as outcomes of reminiscing style.  
Method 
Participants 
One‐on‐one interviews were conducted with children (N = 80; 61% female) in the laboratory 
between February 2014 and December 2015. Children were between 5 and 13 years old 
(Mage = 7.65, SD = 2.28). Parents were 69.7% White, 11.8% Latino/a, 10.5% Asian, and 8% 
another race or biracial. Seven fathers and 65 mothers (90%) participated with their child. 
Thirteen percent of children were only children, 51% had one sibling, and the rest had two or 
more siblings. Fifty‐seven percent were firstborn, 30% were second born, and the rest were 
third born or above. Eighty‐four percent of children lived with both biological parents, 10% 
switched between two parents or lived with a biological and stepparent, and the rest lived with 
a single or adoptive parent. Interviewers were undergraduate research assistants trained by 
the first author.  
Longitudinal Subsample 
A subsample (n = 61; 75% retention) participated between 3 and 32 months later (M = 16.7, 
SD = 6.48; age range = 6–14 years old; M = 9.12, SD = 2.38).  
Measures 
Child Questionnaires 
Lifespan Self‐Esteem scale 
The Lifespan Self‐Esteem scale (LSE) consists of four items assessing global self‐esteem on a 
5‐point scale (1 = really sad, 2 = sad, 3 = neutral, 4 = happy, 5 = really happy; see 
www.selflab.org/lse; Harris, Donnellan, & Trzesniewski, 2017). The LSE was reliable (α = .78) 
and valid (r = .61, p < .05 with Harter's Self‐Perception Profile for Children; Harter, 2012).  
Domain‐specific self‐esteem 
The LSE includes domain‐specific subscales for academics (α = .82), social (α = .80), athletic 
(α = .87), and physical appearance (α = .89). Response options and items were identical to the 
LSE global except for the stem. Subscales were moderately correlated with the LSE global 
(racademics = .27, rsocial = .49, rathletic = .38, rphysical = .49). Consistent with past reminiscing 
research (Reese, 2008), we created an overall average of all of the domains to create an 
overall self‐concept score.  
Self‐esteem consistency 
We created a self‐esteem consistency scale by calculating the standard deviation of each of 
the LSE domain subscales and then calculating the mean consistency across the domains. 
Descriptive statistics (M = 0.51, SD = 0.28) were similar to those reported for self‐concept 
consistency in past research (M = 0.76, SD = 0.07; Bird & Reese, 2006).  
Kerns' Security Scale 
We used Kerns' Security Scale (16 items; e.g., “I find it easy to trust my mom and dad”; 
α = .69) to assess children's attachment security to parents (r = .31, p = .01 with the LSE; 
Kerns, Klepac, & Cole, 1996). We used a 5‐point Likert scale (1 = not at all true for me, 
5 = really true for me) with corresponding pictorial rectangles increasing in size.  
Observation of Parent–Child Interaction 
Parent–child reminiscing task 
Parents and children discussed five emotional events in line with past studies (e.g., Fivush & 
Fromhoff, 1988; Fivush & Vasudeva, 2002; Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993). The interviewer 
provided parents with one laminated index card for each prompt in the following order: positive, 
stressful, embarrassing, misbehavior, and proud, as well as one index card with examples of 
events in case they had trouble coming up with something to discuss (e.g., birthday parties, 
holidays, injuries). The interviewer instructed parents to sit with their child and talk about a 
one‐time event when the child had experienced each emotional event and when the parent 
was also present. They told parents to discuss the events as they normally would if they came 
up in conversation, that there was no right or wrong way to discuss the events, and there was 
no time limit. Then, the interviewer left the room. Most conversations lasted approximately 
15 min and were videotaped and transcribed verbatim by trained research assistants. After 
discussing all five events, parents completed a short questionnaire indicating when each event 
had occurred (month and year) and how often they had previously discussed each event with 
their child (1 = never, 5 = very often).  
Reminiscing conversations were transcribed from audiotapes verbatim. Using a codebook 
adapted from Fivush (1991), Fivush and Fromhoff (1988), and Reese et al. (1993), two coders 
rated parents' causal explanations of emotions. Coders were blind to child age and gender. 
Emotion talk included emotion words (e.g., happy, depressed) and behaviors (e.g., laughing, 
yelling). We operationalized emotional explanations as statements about the causes of 
emotions (e.g., “I was mad because daddy took my jeep”); interrater r = .79–.88. The two 
coders' scores were averaged for each event, and composites were averaged across positive 
and negative event prompts separately to result in one score for each valence.  
Parent Questionnaires 
Parenting behaviors 
Parents rated the warmth (e.g., “Let child know you really care about him/her”) and support 
they gave their child (e.g., “I smile at my child very often”) on a scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 
(almost always; Barber, Stolz, et al., 2005; Conger et al., 1992). Eighteen and 10 items were 
averaged for warmth (α = .79) and support (α = .86; r = .68, p < .01).  
Mini‐International Personality Item Pool 
Parents rated children's personality using four items (averaged) for each of the Big Five traits 
on a scale from 1 (very inaccurate) to 5 (very accurate; Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas, 
2006). Sample items are: “My child is the life of the party” (αextraversion = .63) and “He or she 
sympathizes with others' feelings” (αagreeableness = .74, αconscientiousness = .81, αneuroticism = .73, 
αopenness = .73, Mabsolute scale intercorrelation = 0.23; SD = 0.14, range = 0.07–0.42, consistent with 
Donnellan et al., 2006).  
Life narratives 
Parents wrote a minimum of one paragraph about three significant life events: high point, low 
point, and self‐defining (McAdams, 2008). They were asked to recall specific details regarding 
what happened at the events, who was involved, their thoughts and feelings, and why the 
event was meaningful or what it says about who they are as a person.  
Separate research assistants from the reminiscing task coded narratives for coherence and 
emotional explanations using the codebook from Reese et al. (2011) and the same coding 
scheme from the reminiscing task. Coherence was defined as a narrative that makes sense to 
a naïve listener—not just in terms of understanding when, where, and what event took place, 
but also with respect to understanding the meaning of the event to the narrator. Three 
dimensions scored from 1 to 3 were summed for coherence scores: orientation (contains all 
necessary descriptive information for the audience to understand the story), structure (a 
complete story with all points making sense and in sequential order), and affect (reveals 
something about narrator through a lot of emotional tone through tension, humor, or pathos). 
Two coders independently coded 20% of the transcripts for coherence (interrater r = .86–.95), 
and remaining transcripts were randomly divided between the coders. Two separate coders 
independently coded all transcripts for emotional explanations (interrater r = .60–.78). We 
averaged the two codes for each prompt.  
Procedure 
After obtaining assent and consent from the child and parent, parents completed their 
questionnaire on a computer while the interviewer led children to a separate room for their 
questionnaires. Interviewers began with a brief set of instructions and assured children that 
their responses would be anonymous, they did not have to answer anything they did not want 
to, there were no right or wrong answers, and the interviewer did not know what the child was 
going to say. These instructions were based on suggestions by de Leeuw (2012) for 
conducting survey research with young children. Sessions lasted between 1 and 1.5 hr, and 
families were given $10 and a toy prize to thank them for their participation. For the 
longitudinal subsample, we contacted all parents from the laboratory sessions and asked if 
their child would be interested in participating in a 5‐min follow‐up survey. Children responded 
to the LSE over the phone with a trained interviewer.  
Results 
Analysis Plan 
The sample consisted of 16 sibling pairs nested within families and 48 “single” children. 
Parents completed one questionnaire and participated in the reminiscing task separately for 
each child. Preliminary correlational analyses were conducted in SPSS, frequentist models 
were run using multilevel modeling in Mplus 7.31 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998), and Bayesian 
models were conducted in R. We transformed (by square root) reminiscing and narrative 
codes to account for substantial skewness with zero values. Descriptive statistics and 
correlations for final variables are presented in Table 1. We used an alpha of .05 to determine 
statistical significance.  
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Pearson r Correlations Among Final Variables  
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Parent narrative emotional 
explanations 
— 
       
2. Parent narrative coherence .48* — 
      
3. Parent reminiscing 
emotional explanations 
.22* .26* — 
     
4. Parent support −.29* −.20 −.01 — 
    
5. Child attachment .12 .20 .34* −.05 — 
   
6. Child self‐esteem T1 .21 .25* −.06 −.01 .29* —   
7. Child self‐esteem T2 .01 .09 −.04 .37* .24 .40* —  
8. Child age T1 −.25* −.06 .03 −.30* .14 −.22 −.01 — 
M (SD)  1.09 
(0.84) 
6.32 
(2.62) 
1.31 
(1.38) 
4.28 
(0.47) 
3.98 
(0.57) 
4.30 
(0.60) 
4.09 
(0.86) 
7.66 
(2.30) 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Skewness −0.06 −1.18 1.69 −0.14 −0.61 −0.57 −1.02 0.65 
• T1 = Time 1; T2 = Time 2.  
• *p < .05.  
As with other narrative and reminiscing research, the sample size is smaller than standard 
quantitative studies. Therefore, we conducted additional analyses from the Bayesian paradigm 
(see Lee & Song, 2004; van de Schoot et al., 2014) to increase confidence in findings from the 
frequentist analyses. In the Bayesian framework, models are competed against each other to 
determine the relatively best‐fitting model (i.e., absolute model fit is not estimated). This 
ensures alternative models are evaluated and reduces the risk of capitalizing on chance 
significant associations. Convergence of findings across frequentist and Bayesian methods 
increases confidence in the reliability of the findings. We begin with the frequentist approach 
and then apply the Bayesian method to our final model and one alternative model.  
We used the general Bayesian software JAGS (Plummer, 2003) with its interface R package, 
runjags (Denwood, 2016). Convergence of the Markov chains was determined using the 
potential scale reduction factor, also known as univariate R‐hat (see Gelman & Rubin, 1992), 
and model convergence was determined when R‐hat was lower than 1.10 for every parameter 
(Brooks & Gelman, 1998). We implemented the Raferty and Lewis (1992) diagnostic to assure 
precise estimation of the credible intervals and ran the models with three chains and no 
thinning. We compared the models using the deviance information criteria (DIC; Gelman et al., 
2013), which are estimates of the conditional log‐likelihood penalized by the number of 
parameters. All models included multilevel regressions accounting for nesting within families.  
Preliminary Analyses 
We began by calculating raw correlations among the narrative and reminiscing codes. Many 
links between parent narrative style for their own life stories and reminiscing style with their 
child were significant (see Table S1a and S1b). Contrary to expectations, we found very few 
statistically significant correlations between parent reminiscing and child self‐esteem, domain 
self‐esteem, or self‐esteem consistency (and most of these were close to zero). Instead, we 
found that parent reminiscing was primarily related to child attachment (see Table S2a and 
S2b). Based on these associations, we adjusted the model to include attachment style as an 
outcome of parent reminiscing style and a predictor of child self‐esteem rather than as a 
control variable. Next, we did not find robust associations between parent reminiscing style 
and child personality (see Table S2a and S2b); thus, we excluded these variables from the 
final model.  
We examined correlations between parenting style and the child self‐view variables, and found 
that the parenting variables were correlated with Time 2 self‐esteem and the self‐esteem 
residual (Time 2 self‐esteem controlling for Time 1 self‐esteem). However, when 
simultaneously entered into a regression model, parent support remained significant (β = .34, 
p = .04), whereas parent warmth did not (β = .07, p = .69). Thus, parent support was retained 
for further analyses.  
Frequentist and Bayesian Model Testing 
We choose one set of narrative and reminiscing variables to test the model in Figure 1a. For 
both constructs, we chose explanations for negative memories because the same coding was 
used across methods and because emotional explanations during negative events may be 
more impactful than positive events on children's self‐development (see Fivush et al., 2003). 
The model fit the data well, χ2 = 54.28 (11), Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) = 607.52; 
comparative fit index (CFI) = 1.0, Tucker Lewis index (TLI) = 1.1, root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA) = 0.00, and all paths were significant, indicating that parents' 
explanations of emotions in written narratives about negative events predicted parents' 
explanations when reminiscing with children about negative events, which predicted children's 
attachment security at Time 1. Attachment security was related to child self‐esteem at Time 1, 
which in turn predicted child self‐esteem at Time 2. At the same time, parenting supportive 
behaviors predicted child self‐esteem at Time 2 (Figure 1b). Given the focus on coherence in 
narrative memories, we also tested whether narrative coherence predicted parent explanations 
of negative emotion talk during reminiscing. This model also fit the data well, χ2 = 54.17 (11), 
BIC = 608.80, CFI = 1.0, TLI = 1.1, RMSEA = 0.00, and all paths were significant. Reporting 
results for every combination of narrative and reminiscing codes would be excessive, but raw 
data are available upon request.  
 
Figure 1  
(a) Full conceptual model. (b) Final path model with observed effects. 
Note. Unstandardized beta coefficients with standard errors in parentheses are presented above the paths and 
standardized beta coefficients from non multilevel model are presented below the paths.  
*p < .05.  
Next, we tested several control variables using the model depicted in Figure 1b. All paths 
remained significant when we added the following controls: (a) length of the narrative memory 
on explanations given in the narrative, (b) length of the negative reminiscing conversations 
(i.e., parent plus child word count for negative conversations) on explanations given in the 
reminiscing conversation, (c) child's age on all variables in the model, (d) child's gender on all 
variables in the model, and (e) time lag between self‐esteem assessments on Time 2 self‐
esteem.  
For the Bayesian analyses, we tested the model from the frequentist analysis (Figure 1b) and 
one competing model. Model 2 estimated direct paths from each construct in Model 1 to the 
self‐esteem residual (all predictors were allowed to correlate). We did this to determine 
whether the overall process or the variables on their own were important for self‐esteem 
change. The priors for the model were weakly informative (Gelman et al., 2013), indicating that 
priors reduced the parameter space but do not hold enough information to guide the 
estimation. All intercepts followed a prior of α∼N(1,100), and regression coefficients followed a 
prior of β∼N(0,100). Variances had a prior of σ2∼U(0,100), and correlations had a prior 
ρ∼U(−1,1). The DIC was lower for Model 1 (1218.9) than for Model 2 (1221.9). These findings 
indicate the original model fit better than the competing model. Posterior distribution regression 
estimates were all within .10 of standardized regression coefficients from frequentist models 
(Figure 1b).  
Discussion 
The aim of the current study was to examine developmental antecedents of self‐esteem during 
early and middle childhood. We examined parent–child co‐construction of global self‐esteem 
development through observing reminiscing conversations about significant past events with 
children between 5 and 13 years old. We also tested whether parent support was associated 
with self‐esteem development in this age group that is younger than typically studied, and 
finally, whether parent narrative identity was related to reminiscence style.  
We found many associations between aspects of parent narrative identity and reminiscence 
style. Although past researchers have shown that both narrative identity (Sutin & Robins, 
2005) and reminiscence style (see Fivush, 2011) are stable across contexts (e.g., event 
prompts, time, target characters), this is the first study to our knowledge showing links across 
narrative identity and reminiscence style, highlighting that patterns of recollecting events also 
extends across settings (i.e., individual and with the child) and formats (i.e., written and 
verbal).  
We failed to find support for the hypothesis that parent reminiscence style would be related to 
child self‐esteem (i.e., global, domain, or consistency). Instead, parenting behaviors (support) 
were more important for the development of healthy self‐esteem. This was not expected 
because few studies have found a longitudinal link between parenting behaviors and self‐
esteem. However, much of that research begins around age 13 (the oldest age in our sample). 
Our findings, combined with Brummelman et al. (2015), provide compelling, initial evidence 
that parenting behavior is a component of self‐esteem development during childhood but 
perhaps not during adolescence (e.g., Harris et al., 2015). This raises interesting questions 
regarding why this might be the case. For example, one commonly held belief is that 
adolescents listen more to peers than parents. Experiments could be designed to test this with 
regard to self‐esteem, such as having positive and negative self‐feedback come from parents 
versus peers and testing which feedback impacts participants' self‐evaluations as well as 
whether that varies by age. However, researchers should first test whether this apparent age 
difference holds within a single sample. That is, can this age difference in the impact of 
parenting be detected using the same measures of parenting and self‐esteem across 
childhood and adolescence?  
We hypothesized parent reminiscence style would be related to child self‐esteem given the 
host of social cognitive abilities proposed as necessary for forming and verbalizing a global 
evaluation of the self (Harter, 2006). Parent reminiscence style is linked with several social 
cognitive abilities (e.g., self‐understanding, theory of mind; Reese, 2002). A natural follow‐up 
question is whether these abilities are necessary for global self‐esteem, especially given that 
5‐year‐olds can reliably report their self‐esteem (Harris et al., 2017; Marsh, Craven, & Debus, 
1991). This is noteworthy because it has been argued that these social cognitive abilities take 
time to develop, and as a result, children cannot verbalize global self‐esteem until age 8. 
Finding that children as young as 5, who do not yet have some of these abilities (e.g., personal 
timeline in autobiographical memory; Lagattuta & Wellman, 2002), can report on their self‐
esteem questions the necessity of the abilities. We also failed to find age moderation in our 
model, which we would expect to find if early self‐esteem is qualitatively different, or 
nonexistent.  
We found links between parent reminiscence style and child attachment security, consistent 
with past research showing that emotional reminiscence styles facilitate children's feelings of 
closeness with their parent (Bost et al., 2006; Reese, 2002). In addition, child attachment 
security was correlated with concurrent but not later self‐esteem. Previous research discusses 
the role of the internal working model and its enduring importance for the development of 
healthy self‐views. Future studies could dig deeper to examine mechanisms by which parent 
reminiscing style facilitates attachment security, which aspects are related to self‐esteem, and 
whether the model replicates using an observer rating of child attachment to account for the 
possibility of shared method variance between child attachment security and self‐esteem, 
potentially inflating the effects found in the present study.  
A natural question that emerges from this model is whether the two parenting behaviors 
(support and reminiscence style) are related, given that theorists have speculated such links 
(Darling & Steinberg, 1993). However, in the final model, a post hoc regression from parent 
reminiscing emotional explanations to support was not significant (B = .03, SE = .06, p > .25). 
Parent narrative emotional explanations did not predict support either (B = −.13, SE = .08, 
p = .09). Thus, at least in the current sample, the two parenting behaviors were unrelated. It 
could be that other dimensions of parenting (e.g., control) are more relevant for reminiscing 
explanations, or other types of parent reminiscence style (e.g., elaboration) are relevant for 
parenting behaviors, but we did not find evidence of this across our reminiscing codes and 
parent warmth or support. Future research could examine under what conditions reminiscing 
style versus warmth and support are most important for the development of the self, 
attachment security, and other child outcomes, and examine relevant mechanisms to uncover 
why each is important.  
Limitations and Future Directions 
Due to our multi‐informant and multimethod study design, our sample size was small. Although 
it is comparable to past studies on parent–child reminiscing and self‐esteem development in 
childhood, and the proposed model was partly supported by Bayesian estimations, replication 
in larger samples would further contribute to the model reliability.  
The families in our study were mostly White and middle class, and a majority of parents were 
biological mothers in dual‐parent homes. Our findings should be replicated with more diverse 
samples (e.g., Bohanek et al., 2008; Reese & Fivush, 1993 for research with fathers). In 
addition, future research could examine reminiscing conversations with individuals other than 
parents (e.g., peers; see Gruenenfelder‐Steiger, Harris, & Fend, 2016).  
Finally, there are many constructs that we envision impact the emergence and development of 
global self‐esteem that were not tested in our model. For example, theory of mind and social 
comparison likely have roles in the formation of self‐esteem. These were beyond the scope of 
the current study, but we look forward to future investigations incorporating these concepts and 
others with the common goal of elucidating the process of self‐esteem development.  
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